BANKING IN EARLY BYZANTINE RAVENNA 1 The sphere of what we might call today "banking activities" was a constant presence in the Graeco-Roman world. From the second century BCE to the third century CE the Mediterranean economy was featured by professional igures of workers -being called in various ways, as we shall see in a moment -who were engaged in diferent kind of inancial operations 2 . Beginning the third century CE banks and bankers underwent a deep crisis everywhere. It suices to examine the data coming from Egypt, the best documented area of Antiquity to get an idea of the crisis. For late antique and early Byzantine Egypt we possess 185 papyri and seven ostraca, in comparison with 1200 papyri and ostraca available for the Roman period 3 . Out of these 1200 items only 91 are dated to the third century, of which 77 belong to the irst half of the everywhere same century, and 14 to second half of it (about 15%). Therefore, the economic recession of the age between emperor Valerianus (253-259) and Diocletian (284-305) was particularly strong in this as in other ields of the economy. The number of attestations of bankers in written sources began to increase, once again, by the second half of the fourth century. The slow recover of banking activity is undoubtedly to be connected with the difusion of the solidus (or nomisma) -the new gold coin, weighing about 4 and half grams, minted by emperor Constantinus in 309 -in the monetary economy of the late Roman Empire, which gradually entailed the necessity to put in relation the new coin with other types of currency, especially after the irst coinage of the tremissis, in the 80s of the fourth century 1 . Around 357 Basil of Caesarea narrates that in Alexandria the inhabitants were used to giving their money to the trapezitai eis porismon ( ἰ вο ό ), that is to say for taking proit from their deposits 2 . In the ifth century we ind the use of the Greek term argyropratēs as an equivalent of the Latin argentarius. Outside Egypt, both the relatio 29 of Symmachus, prefect of Rome in 384-385, and the novel 16 of emperor Valentinianus III (425-455), issued in 445, express concern with the complaints of the Roman collectarii (moneychangers). In 384 they protested for they were requested to provide the state with solidi at a ixed price, which was inferior to that of the market price 3 . On the contrary, in 445, they were in uproar because the value of the solidus had fallen below the minimum rate established by law 4 . In the irst case, a shortage of gold coins pervaded the inancial market; in the second, an abundance.
But who were and what precisely did bankers do in Late Antiquity? When speaking about private inancial activities in this period, the historian has to cope with a huge variety of terms which are employed to qualify this segment of specialization of the labour market. As a matter of fact, to deposit, use, exchange and transform metallic wealth may involve, in theory, the presence of diferent professional igures for each step of the working process; but in practise, all of these activities were often exercised by a single person. As already explained, late antique terminology is very (which may mean at the same time "banker", "moneychanger" and seller of goldsmith's wares); trapezitēs / в ί (banker), kollybistēs / ο ή (moneychanger and banker), collectarius or kollektarios / ο ά ο (moneychanger and, sometime, banker), katallaktēs / ά (moneychanger), zygostatēs / ο ά (moneyweigher). It is diicult to assign a precise limitation in the activity of such professional igures, just because the same person might exercise a plurality of functions at the same time 1 . Among people engaged in the handling of money, the argentarii or argyropratai were those which held the higher status in the social scale and those who are quoted more frequently in our sources. One can deine them as private entrepreneurs being active in a vast range of afairs. They might receive sums for deposit in order to make operations on behalf of a third party, as a purchase of sufragia (administrative posts), the paying of a debt (antiphōnēsis) or even a payment of taxes. But they could simply keep the monetary investment in their bank and pay interest to their clients at a ixed time. Sometimes they were also engaged in the inancing of maritime commerce. Merchants might deposit a certain sum of money at the trapeza of a banker in the marketplace where they were trading, in order to avoid bringing too much liquidity with them. The storehouses (ἀвο ῆ ) of the argentarii could also preserve jewels, precious objects or stocks of non-monetised metal, which they had bought or received in exchange for monetary loan or as a payment for certain operations. Occasionally currency exchange might be another ield in which the argentarii were engaged. But despite their activity was multifarious, the most remunerative aspect of it -that is to grant credit -was founded on fragile legal bases. Ecclesiastic culture reproved the loan at interest inducing the imperial legislation to regulate it at the advantage of debtors. The legal rate in the Justinianic age could not exceed 6% for common people, but it could not underpass 4% for high dignitaries or senators bearing the rank of illustris . Evidently, bankers were assimilated to traders. Only for the maritime loan, which was highly risky, legislation allowed in the sixth century an interest rate of 12% 3 . It was not easy to accumulate huge fortunes working as a banker. On the contrary, to be struck by sudden conditions of impoverishment must not have been infrequent for those exercising such a profession unless they invested their wealth in the purchase of land.
Argyropratai . From these texts they appear to be organised, at least in the capital of the Empire, in a guild or systēma. Constantinopolitan bankers in the sixth century acted as a powerful lobby, being able to oblige Justinian to grant them a series of privileges. Their activity, as mirrored in the above mentioned laws, especially emphasizes their role as moneylenders of the private inancial market. One important minister of Justinian, Petros Barsymes, was a humble man coming from Antioch who, before reaching the rank of comes sacrarum largitionum, worked as a argyramoibos 4 . Public power often made recourse to their competence in the monetary ield, as in the case of Petros; but, on the whole, the idea that banking professions were developed mostly for the need of the state and thanks to its economic support is misleading. Bankers, at least in the Justinianic novels, are depicted as pure private businessmen.
If I am not wrong, Italy preserves the highest number of attestations of argentarii in documents or inscriptions. Their evidence here ranges from the end of the ifth to the irst half of the seventh century. Out of 17 witnesses concerning the peninsula, 13 refer to Ravenna and 4 to Rome . This igure cannot be random and requires an explanation, especially when one evaluates it in the light of two other basic elements. In the irst place, the proportion exactly opposite that normally prosopographical analysis records between individuals witnessed in Roma in comparison with those witnessed in Ravenna, with the former being about 1/3 more than the latter. Secondly, a signiicant diference in the demography between the two cities in the sixth century: according to some estimates, in front of 100,000 people living in the Urbs, it would count about 12,000 in the Adriatic centre 2 . Therefore, despite Rome had a population of about 10 times higher than that of Ravenna, during the same period the number of active argentarii testiied in the latter was more than 3 times the number of those active in the former. Why this? Among the responses one can give to this question it seems to me that the most plausible it to emphasize the large amount of coinage in all the three metals that was circulating in sixth century Ravenna 3 . The regular operation of its mint between the ifth to the sixth century ensured a stead supply of coins, and indeed, the Ravenna papyri show the wide distribution that the solidus had in the city's economic life. The monetary economy was mainly supported by the civil service at the court and by the trade that converged on the port of Classe, which was the business terminal of a vast production area including Greece, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Africa Julianus argentarius was only the most famous among them. Since the irst half of the ninth century his igure has been remembered by the collective memory of Ravenna wrapped in a halo of legend 1 . The reasons for that are understandable. To his muniicence the city and its port, Classe, owned some of their most famous temples, as Saint Vitale and Saint Apollinare; moreover, in the Ravennate neighbourhood known as Frigiselus, Julianus had inanced the building of a third church -which today is no longer extant -devoted to Saint Michael 2 . In the above mentioned churches one could ind epigraphs and capitals celebrating his devote generosity. Immediately after his death his person perhaps constituted the object of a commemorative praise. Faced with so much fame is not surprising that the medieval tradition might ascribe to him the foundation of a fourth religious building, Saint Maria Maggiore. Nor it is surprising that in the sixteenth century some people could even believe that he had hosted Justinian in his home when the emperor was young. In reality, we know very little about Julianus 3 . Those scholars who have identiied him with a homonymous argentarios appearing as a witness in a donation of 539 (Tjäder I, pap. 30) are probably right. The fact that he subscribes his name and his profession in Latin, but using Greek characters, made it possible to suggest (as it has been done by W. F. Deichmann) that Julian was of Oriental origin. This conclusion seems all the more plausible the more one thinks about the existence in Saint Vitalis of his monogram written in Greek (Ἰο οῦ) close to another one written in Latin (Iuliani). If he came from a Greek-speaking family of Antiochene or Alexandrian origin, his immigration should not have been recent, however, for he dedicated two of the three churches he certainly founded to saints that were venerated in the local society, as Vitalis and Apollinaris. Several hypotheses have been advanced to explain exactly what he did and how he amassed his fortune. Though uncertainties remain, an idea seems to have gained consensus among scholars: his wealth was not determined by any direct and organic connection with the political power of Constantinople, or its administrative apparatus in Ravenna, but it developed as a consequence of his private profession 1 . Recently it has been proposed that Julianus acquired his wealth mostly through money changing 2 . Indeed, the fact that the monetary economy of the city was featured by a substantial amount of solidi circulating together with other types of coins suggests that one of the main activities of the argentarii here was the buying and selling of currency. This activity was a complex task requiring considerable technical expertise. Coins had to be examined both for their outward appearance and intrinsic value, as well as for their material consumption. Switching coeicients were used for the exchange between diferent metals and diferent coins. The argentarii proitted from this operation by retaining a commission on transactions even though we know very little about its rate. The imperial government tended to regulate the exchange by setting an oicial rate of purchase and sale of coins that must have been largely ignored in the everyday practice.
But evidence coming from Ravenna allows us to airm that the role played by bankers in the economic life of the city was not, however, limited only to money-exchange. They often conducted their businesses together with a merchant (or a group of merchants) by inancing his commercial capital and sharing proits with him. This seems to be the case witnessed by a papyrus dated to 552, which informs us that the testament of Georgius olosiricoprata, a silk merchant of Antioch, had been formally completed in the presence of four argentarii: Georgius, Ammonius, Vitalis and Theodorus 1 . The fact that the four individuals sharing the same profession acted as testimonies of the testament of Georgios allows us to believe that they had a professional relationship with the deceased. Bankers might ofer also economic warranties (ideiussiones) for their clients, as a certain Iohannes argentarius probably did around 600. He is mentioned in a letter of Pope Gregory the Great 2 , from which we are told that Iohannes was in bad economic conditions and needed for protection as a consequence of the help he had previously given to the late Importunus palatinus. Evidently he had guaranteed his support to unspeciied economic operations made by Importunus that, for whatever reason, got wrong; and, after the death of this latter, Iohannes was felt responsible by the creditors for debts pending on his client. The existence of such a kind of operations is conirmed by Justinian's legislation about bankers.
From several indications we know that during Late Antiquity and early Byzantine times inancial capital was invested in maritime commerce. At least for Italy, however, we have very few examples of such an activity. One of these comes, still again, from the Ravennate evidence. I refer to a passage quoted by Agnellus of Ravenna in his Liber Pontiicalis 3 . In the Life of bishop Neon -who lived in the second third of the ifth century -he narrates about a merchant who received in Ravenna 300 solidi for conducting commerce in the marketplace of Constantinople. According to Agnellus, he was able to quadruplicate the sum he received. Under the juridical proile the agreement between the two men has to be framed in the typology of the maritime loan, in Latin pecunia traiecticia or fenus nauticum; in Greek nautikos tokos a capitalist lent his money to an agent in order to commercialize merchandise in a place diferent than that in which the negotium had been stipulated. An elevated interest was requested in this form of inancing, because the lender took very high risks. As a matter of fact, in case of partial or total loss of the cargo owing to shipwreck, he had the right to make up with his debtor only for the quantity of merchandise which had survived. Just for this reason the maritime loan implied to ask for high usurae. Under Diocletian, gains deriving from maritime loans were excluded by the current legislation on the interest rate 1 . We ind a legal regulation only in the reign of Justinian (527-565). In a law issued in 528 the interest rate was ixed at 12% of the capital for maritime long distance commerce ( contractus traiecticii) as well as for merchandise lent in exchange of interests (dationes specierum fenori) 2 . Later, in the novel 106 (540) Justinian elevated the level of the legal interest up to 12,5%.
This latter case is well documented in a letter of Gregory I of 599 3 . From it, we are told that in Naples a certain Maurus received from the vir magniicus Felix some unspeciied goods for a monetary value of 400 solidi. Maurus promised to pay 6 siliquae for each solidus as an interest rate for the merchandise being lent to him. Then, he subscribed two obligations in which he engaged himself to pay respectively 450 solidi and 50 solidi at the due time. But something went wrong -merchandise got probably damaged -so he could not honour his debt. He paid Felix only 410 solidi, but he was unable to give back the other 90 solidi and, therefore, he asked for the help of Gregory I. The Pope ordered Anthemius, rector of the Roman patrimony in Campania, to make contact with the above mentioned Felix (together with the assistance of the Neapolitan bishop Fortunatus and the magister militum Maurentius) so as to persuade him to renounce at having back the whole sum. While Maurus was probably a professional merchant, the social status of Felix is uncertain. He must have been a member of the Neapolitan aristocracy, judging by his rank and by the necessity of involving a bishop and a magister militum in the case. The term siliqua, which is used in the letter, has here a purely metrological value and is to be equated to the Greek keration (that is 1/24 of the solidus). Three keratia for each solidus makes 50 solidi; evidently, between Maurus and Felix an agreement had been negotiated according to which capital and its interests must be refunded after two years. If so, this means that the contract had been stipulated in perfect accordance with the novel of Justinian issued in 540.
The image of the banker mirrored in the sixth century sources, on the one hand, emphasises the conditions that at time may have led to success of such a social character, while on the other, it clearly demonstrates the limits of his economic position. Seasons featured by a large accumulation could quickly be followed by seasons of great distress. Moreover, both public power and popular mentality had an ambiguous attitude towards inance that in some cases had heavy repercussions on bankers. In 567, for example, the empress Sophia adopted severe measures against the banking community of Constantinople: she coniscated their agreements to, and pledges of, debts, giving them to the debtors, a fact which provoked an increase of popularity of the empress in the city 1 . Of course, the activity of the argentarii was conditioned by the levels of development of the monetary economy in the markets where they operated. Ravenna, in this regard, constituted a privileged place for their action, because of its high concentration of money and trade in a fairly small population. As I have already said, it is not by chance that only in the Adriatic centre could a igure like Julianus arise, and a large number of bankers emerge within a small population. The role that inance and commerce played in increasing the wealth of the exarchal capital was remarkable, perhaps in late antiquity even higher than the percentage that could have provided the rural economy. The decline of the port of Classe marked the twilight of the Ravennate bankers 2 . In the course of the eighth century this big international harbour was followed by a series of small luvial ports of limited importance, a situation that
